In introducing the papers, the present article notes four general themes that they address both directly and implicitly. First, sexual orientation is increasingly understood as an inherently relational construct rather than simply an individual trait or status. Second, the articles demonstrate some ways in which traditional notions of what constitutes a family have begun to include same-sex relationships in many Western countries. Third, they show how sexual stigma continues to shape the experiences of lesbian and gay people and their families. Finally, they highlight the ongoing need for accurate information about same-sex couples and their families, as well as societal attitudes toward sexual minorities. 
In 1970, the American futurist Alvin Toffler published Future Shock, a best-selling book about the effects of rapid change on individuals and society. Toffler's speculations about the final decades of the 20th century included the following brief passage:
As homosexuality becomes more socially acceptable, we may even begin to find families based on homosexual "marriages" with the partners adopting children. Whether these children would be of the same or opposite sex remains to be seen. But the rapidity with which homosexuality is winning respectability in the techno-societies distinctly points in this direction…. The day may also come when a court decides that a couple of stable, well educated homosexuals might make decent "parents." (Toffler 1970: 219-220) .
A few years later, when I was an undergraduate student at a public university in a politically conservative region of the United States, the professor in my general science course showed the class a film based on Toffler's book. Among the glimpses of the possible future depicted in the documentary was a marriage ceremony that was highly traditional in all respects except that the wedding couple consisted of two men. I vividly recall this moment, not so much because of the scene in the movie but rather because of the scene it created in the classroom. The sight of the two formally-attired grooms exchanging wedding vows evoked derisive comments and howls of laughter. The students' collective reaction clearly demonstrated that they considered the notion of a same-sex marital relationship to be an absurdity.
I mention Toffler's predictions about gay families and the classroom uproar following the movie's wedding scene in order to introduce several themes that are addressed either directly or implicitly in the articles comprising this special issue of the Zeitschrift für Familienforschung/Journal of Family Research. Indeed, these themes are relevant to any scholarly discussion of lesbian and gay families.
First, taken collectively, the articles illustrate an evolution in how sexual orientation has come to be understood. Sexual orientation commonly denotes an enduring pattern of or disposition to experience sexual, affectional, or romantic desires for and attractions to men, women, or both sexes. The term is also used to refer to an individual's sense of personal and collective identity based on those desires and attractions, behaviors expressing them, and membership in a community of others who share them (e.g., Gonsiorek/Weinrich 1991; Herek 2000; Sell 1997) .
Historically, sexual orientation has often been conceptualized in individualistic terms, as a personal characteristic not unlike eye color or biological sex. This perspective, while not inaccurate, is incomplete because sexual orientation is an inherently relational construct (Herek 2006; Peplau/Garnets 2000) . Whether a sexual act or romantic attraction is characterized as homosexual or heterosexual depends on the biological sex of the individuals involved, relative to each other. Indeed, it is by sexually (or romantically or affectionately) acting with another person -or demonstrating a desire to act -that individuals express their heterosexuality, homosexuality, or bisexuality.
Thus, sexual orientation necessarily involves relationships with other individuals, either realized or desired. It is integrally linked to the personal relationships that human beings form to meet their deeply felt needs for love, attachment, and intimacy. These bonds encompass not only sexual behavior, but also feelings of affection between partners, shared goals and values, mutual support, and ongoing commitment. Consequently, sexual orientation is not solely an isolated personal characteristic. Rather, one's sexual orientation defines the universe of persons with whom one is likely to find the satisfying and fulfilling relationships that, for many individuals, are a central component of the self.
Regardless of whether these committed relationships are with a person of the same sex or the other sex, their psychological and social dynamics are similar. Heterosexual and same-sex couples alike comprise highly diverse populations, and the degree of overlap between them is striking. Couples of both types form deep emotional attachments and commitments. They face similar challenges concerning intimacy, love, equity, loyalty, and stability, and go through similar processes to address those challenges. They appear not to differ in their levels of satisfaction or the social psychological processes that predict relationship quality. Although same-sex couples and heterosexual couples differ in some respects, their similarities are striking (see the article by Maier in this issue; for reviews, see Herek 2006; Kurdek 2005; Peplau/Fingerhut 2007) .
A second theme in the present issue concerns patterns of societal changes that have occurred as a result of sexual minority political and cultural movements. In the passage quoted earlier, Toffler's insertion of quotation marks around marriage and parents may have indicated his own reservations about using these terms in reference to homosexuality, but his predictions nevertheless proved to be prescient. Traditional notions of what constitutes a family have begun to include same-sex relationships in many Western countries. Against the historical backdrop discussed in Lautmann's article, these changes are documented in the present issue for Europe as a whole (in the article by Dethloff), Germany (Eggen/Rupp), Italy and Spain (De Rose/Marquette), the Scandinavian countries (Andersson/Noack), and the UK and other English-speaking countries (Klesse; Patterson) . Such change has generally followed other changes in the status of sexual minorities, for example, the elimination of sodomy laws and the enactment of laws and policies that prohibit discrimination in areas such as employment and housing (e.g., Brewer 2007; Plummer 1999; Schuyf/Krouwel 1999) . Indeed, the fact that Toffler's predictions focused on the status of lesbians and gay men in relation to marriage and parenthood -rather than, for example, laws governing the workplace or the age of sexual consent -suggests that the thought of modifying these institutions was likely to be especially shocking to the reading public in 1970.
The changing definitions of families have encountered strong resistance, which highlights a third theme: Sexual stigma has significantly defined the experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual people over the past century. As a general term, stigma refers to culturally shared knowledge about society's negative regard for the members of a particular group or category, and its according of inferior status to them in their social interactions with the nonstigmatized (Herek 2009 (Herek , 2010 . In what is perhaps the most widely cited social science analysis of stigma, Goffman (1963) characterized it as "an undesired differentness," a deviation from what is expected of "normals" in a particular social interaction (Goffman 1963: 5) . Within society's institutions and ideological systems, stigma creates and legitimates inequalities of power and status. Such structural stigma "is formed by sociopolitical forces and represents the policies of private and governmental institutions that restrict the opportunities of stigmatized groups" (Corrigan et al. 2005: 557) .
Sexual stigma is a particular manifestation of stigma. It is the stigma attached to any nonheterosexual behavior, identity, relationship, or community (Herek 2009 (Herek , 2010 . Structural sexual stigma -which is also referred to as heterosexism -persists today in the form of laws and state policies that treat same-sex couples differently from heterosexual couples, and in the ideological systems that underlie them. Although heterosexism remains widespread (see, e.g., De Rose and Marquette's discussion of Italy), it has been challenged in many countries with varying degrees of success (e.g., see Lautmann's analysis of the process of institutionalization of same-sex unions in various countries, as well as Andersson and Noack's account of the Scandinavian countries and Klesse's discussion of the United Kingdom).
Attempts to eliminate heterosexism are difficult because of the worldview it creates. For example, heterosexism fosters a heterosexual assumption: Heterosexual behavior and different-sex relationships are assumed to be normal and natural, and the concept of "people" is construed as heterosexual. Gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals are thus made invisible. The heterosexual assumption operates not only in routine social situations but also in research settings, as when national surveys exclude gay and lesbian individuals and samesex couples, thereby effectively denying their existence (see DeRose and Marquette's article). When sexual minorities become visible, heterosexism promotes the belief that their very existence requires explanation. It problematizes homosexuality and bisexuality. When sexual orientation groups are observed to differ, those differences are assumed to reveal a deficit on the part of sexual minorities (Herek 2010) .
Examples of this difference-as-deficit assumption are readily evident in policy debates about families headed by sexual minority parents, the focus of several articles in the current issue. As explained by Patterson and by Bergold and Rupp, the children of an earlier generation of gay men and lesbians were typically conceived in a heterosexual relationship. By contrast, many gay, lesbian, and bisexual people today are becoming parents in the context of a same-sex relationship, whether through artificial insemination, adoption, or other means (Goldberg 2010; Patterson 2009 ). Regardless of how gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals achieve parenthood, heterosexism frequently operates to deprive their families of the recognition that is routinely accorded to heterosexuals. They may have difficulty obtaining custody, for example, or establishing their relationship to their child if they are not a biological parent.
Such discrimination has often been justified with assertions that children are harmed by having lesbian or gay parents. Social science research, however, provides no factual basis for such claims. The empirical research literature on sexual minority parentingmost of which has examined parenting by lesbian and bisexual mothers -has not revealed reliable disparities between heterosexual and sexual minority families in the children's mental health or social adjustment, nor in the parents' fitness or parenting abilities (for reviews, see Goldberg 2010; Patterson 2009; Tasker/Golombok 1997) . It is the quality of the parent-child relationship, not the parent's sexual orientation, that plays a key role in children's development (see Wainright/Patterson 2008) . In recognition of this fact, state policies in some countries have begun to recognize lesbian and gay families, as discussed in the article by Dethloff.
The difference-as-deficits model exerts a pervasive influence on debates in this arena. It is regularly assumed, for example, that heterosexual parenting constitutes an ideal standard against which other family forms must be evaluated. If systematic differences were found between children raised by same-sex couples and those raised by heterosexual couples, they would be interpreted as revealing a problem or lack on the part of the former.
But this assumption does not allow for the possibility that the children of sexual minority parents might conceivably differ from the children of heterosexual parents in neutral or positive respects.
When discussing the research findings in this area, social scientists may inadvertently reinforce the difference-as-deficits model. Simply reporting that empirical research has failed to find reliable differences between children raised in the different family settings might be interpreted as agreement that any systematic differences between the children of heterosexual and nonheterosexual parents (if they were detected and could be attributed to the parents' sexual orientation) would be problematic. For example, one might hypothesize that the daughters of lesbian couples will reliably display less gender conformity than the daughters of heterosexual parents. Published studies have not supported this hypothesis (Herek 2006, Note 6; Patterson 2000) . But if such differences were found, they could not be automatically interpreted as revealing a deficit among the children of lesbian mothers. Indeed, it may be psychologically healthy for children to hold more flexible attitudes about gender roles -for example, for girls to aspire to traditionally masculine occupations such as astronaut or engineer. For social scientists involved in a custody dispute or a legal case when the immediate goal is to protect sexual minority families from stigma and discrimination, conveying this nuanced message can be difficult.
Another example can be found in expressions of concern about the adult sexual orientation of children raised in a sexual minority household. Compared to their counterparts raised in a heterosexual family, are those children more likely to eventually identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual? The limited available data are consistent with the conclusion that the vast majority of children eventually grow up to be heterosexual, regardless of their parents' sexual orientation (Herek 2006; Patterson 2000) . By simply reporting these findings, however, social scientists may communicate a tacit endorsement of the value assumption that it would be a negative outcome for children to grow up to be gay.
Finally, a fourth theme in the special issue is the need for accurate information about same-sex couples and their families, as well as societal attitudes toward them. Data describing sexual minority families represent valuable contributions to the research literature in their own right (e.g., see the articles by Andersson and Noack, Bergold and Rupp, De Rose and Marquette, and Eggen and Rupp). They can also yield new insights into patterns of interactions and relationships more generally. As Dürnberger notes in her article, studying same-sex couples allows researchers to examine the role of gender in relationships in a way that is not possible with samples that are restricted to heterosexual couples. Steffens and Walper use experimental data to argue that public opinion about same-sex families may be more nuanced than is revealed by standard polling techniques. To the extent that the methods they employed can be utilized in surveys with large probability samples, the results are likely to yield a richer account of sexual stigma than is currently available.
Four decades after Toffler (1970) offered his forecast about gay and lesbian "marriages" and "parents" -predictions that probably shocked many of his readers -same-sex couples are achieving ever greater social and legal recognition. Nevertheless, sexual stigma remains a problem and social scientists have much to learn about sexual minority families. The papers in this special issue of the Zeitschrift für Familienforschung/Journal of Family Research provide valuable insights in this newly emerging area of scientific inquiry.
Partnerschaft und Elternschaft bei gleichgeschlechtlichen Paaren: eine Einführung Im Jahre 1970 veröffentlichte der amerikanische Zukunftsforscher Alvin Toffler das Buch Der Zukunftsschock, einen Bestseller über die Auswirkungen schnellen Wandels auf die Individuen und die Gesellschaft. Tofflers Spekulationen über die letzten Jahrzehnte des 20. Jahrhundert beinhalteten auch den folgenden kurzen Abschnitt; "Da auch die Homosexualität von der Gesellschaft allmählich akzeptiert wird, könnten wir eines Tages sogar auf Familien treffen, die auf einer homosexuellen "Ehe" basieren: Zwei Partner gleichen Geschlechts haben Kinder adoptiert. Ob diese Kinder wiederum dem gleichen Geschlecht angehören werden oder nicht, bleibt abzuwarten. ... So liegt unter Umständen der Tag nicht mehr fern, an dem ein Gerichtshof entscheidet, daß ein seit längerer Zeit zusammenlebendes Paar kultivierter Homosexueller geeignete ‚Eltern' abgibt" (Toffler 1971: 197) 1 .
Als ich einige Jahren später Student an einer staatlichen Universität in einer politisch konservativen Region der Vereinigten Staaten war, führte der Professor in einem Studium- Die sich wandelnden Definitionen von Familie sind auf starken Widerstand gestoßen -was einen dritten Themenbereich hervorhebt: Sexuelles Stigma hat auf signifikante Weise die Erfahrungen von lesbischen, schwulen und bisexuellen Menschen im vergangenen Jahrhundert geprägt. Als allgemeiner Begriff bezieht sich Stigma kulturell geteiltes Wissen über die negative Sichtweise der Gesellschaft im Hinblick auf eine bestimmte Gruppe oder Kategorie und die Zuweisung eines inferioren Status an diese Gruppe in ihren sozialen Interaktionen mit den Nicht-Stigmatisierten. Goffman (1963) charakterisierte dies als "an undesired differentness" 2 , eine Abweichung von dem was von "Normalen" in einer bestimmten sozialen Interaktion erwartet wird (Goffman 1963: 5) . Innerhalb der Institutionen der Gesellschaft und der Ideologiesysteme schafft das Stigma Ungleichheiten in der Macht und im Status und legimitiert diese. Ein solches strukturelles Stigma "is formed by sociopolitical forces and represents the policies of private and governmental institutions that restrict the opportunities of stigmatized groups" 3 (Corrigan et al. 1005: 557) .
Das sexuelle Stigma ist eine besondere Manifestation des Stigmas. Es handelt sich um ein Stigma, dass jedem nicht-heterosexuellem Verhalten, jeder nicht-heterosexuellen Identität, Beziehung oder Gemeinschaft zugeordnet wird (Herek 2009 (Herek , 2010 
